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A POLYPTYCH REPRESENTING 
THE LIFE OF SAINT GODE- 
LIEVE 

THIS curious and fascinating work, 
a product of the Bruges School 
of the late fifteenth or early 
sixteenth century, was bought 
by the Museum at 
the dispersal of the 
Dollfus Collection in 
Paris. The painting 
is not of the highest 
order but it exempli- 
fies the delight in 
ornament and intri- 
cate detail, and the 
decorative beauty 
common to the tradi- 
tion of which it is 
the offspring. While 
lacking the eloquence 
of the great Flemish 
masters, it has the 
simple charm that 
the direct telling of a 
deeply felt tale never 
fails to give. 

The altar-piece 
consists of five parts; 
the large centre 
panel 44 in x 57 in. is 
flanked on either side 
by two hinged shut- 
ters 44 in. x 1 of in. 
painted on both 
sides. With the shut- 
ters closed, the out- 
side shows four standing saints and the 
portraits of the two donors. At the left 
is Saint James the Greater, as the protec- 
tor of a kneeling donor, then Saint Nicholas 
with the three youths whom he resusci- 
tated from the salt vat at his feet. 
On the third panel is a warrior-bishop 
whom the Dollfus catalogue x calls Saint 
Ephron, and on the fourth is Saint John 
Evangelist with a second donor. The arms 
of the donors appear above the figure of 

Collections de feu M. Jean Dollfus. 

Catalogue des objets d'art et de la haute 
curiosite composant la collection de M. A. 
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Saint James and Saint John the Evangelist. 
With the altar-piece open, all five panels 
are filled with the life of Saint Godelieve. 
The catalogue of the Tollin collection 2 
(of which the work formed part before its 
acquisition by M. Dollfus) gives the story 
of this saint but fails to say upon what 
authority, nor can I find in the usual books 
of reference any story 
of sufficient detail to 
explain all the inci- 
d e nt s portrayed. 3 
As an outline of the 
saint's life is neces- 
sary to the under- 
standing of the pic- 
tures, I will venture 
to translate what 
seems essential in the 
legend as given in the 
catalogue: 

" At this epoch 
(1067-1070) there 
lived at Ghistelles, 
Saint Godelieve, 4 who 
is held in great ven- 
eration in all Flan- 
ders. 

" Bertolf, lord of 
the manor of Ghis- 
telles, had heard high 
praise of a young 
woman of Boulogne, 
belonging to the 
family of Hemfrid, 
lord of Longfort. 
Fame named her 
young, beautiful, 
modest, virtuous, and Bertolf was ena- 
mored before ever he saw her and asked 
her hand in marriage. But Godelieve, 
for it was she, felt herself more drawn 
to a monastic life and her parents did 
not attempt to thwart her, so Bertolf so- 
licited the help of the counts of Flanders 
and Boulogne and by their persuasion 
the resistance of Godelieve and the scruples 
of her parents were vanquished. The 
marriage was performed with pomp. 

3 M. Croquery of Lille has written lately a life 
of St. Godelieve. 

4 Godelieve in Flemish signifies Friend of God. 
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" Bertolf now took his bride to his castle 
where his mother met them, and here 
faded their hopes of happiness for the 
mother hated Godelieve at first sight and 
as the son had always been under the 
mother's dominion, she made it appear 
to him that his choice was a bad one, and 
his mind became poisoned against his 



to execute his design during his absence. 
Bertolf started for Bruges and at 
night the two entered Godelieve's bed- 
chamber and strangled her with a long 
piece of cloth, chosen so that there should 
be no trace of their crime on the body of 
the victim. The murder done, they 
perceived spots of blood in the eyes and 
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wife. Then Godelieve had to submit not 
only to the outrages of her mother-in-law, 
her husband and the servants, but to 
material privations as well. But she bore 
all with angelic patience. 

"Bertolf regretted his marriage more 
and more, and urged thereto by his wicked 
mother planned to do away with Godelieve 
so that he might be free to contract an- 
other union. To avoid suspicion he pre- 
tended that his old affection had returned 
and then announced his intention of mak- 
ing a pilgrimage to Bruges, first instructing 
two of his faithful retainers (Lambert and 
Hacca — history has preserved their names) 



ears, and to wash these away, plunged 
the body head foremost in the castle well, 
then laid her on her bed as life-like as 
might be. The next day the body was 
found and though Bertolf and his mother 
made great show of lamentation, they were 
believed by all to be the assassins of the 
beloved Godelieve. She was canonized 
a few years later (1084). 

"Bertolf remarried but remorse for his 
crime burned into him. In expiation he 
went on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. On his 
return he retired to the Abbey of Saint- 
Winoc in Bergues where he died in most 
edifying repentance (1078-1080)." 
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The painter of the altar-piece was more 
familiar with the details of the legend than 
the compiler of this story, which fails to 
explain several scenes of the picture. The 
beginning of the painting is the panel at 
the left where Godelieve's family is shown. 
Next is the meeting with Bertolf. In the 
background Godelieve does good works, 
and in a balcony 
Bertolf is seen asking 
the parents for her 
hand. The large cen- 
tral panel is divided 
into three compart- 
ments, in the first of 
which is a repast at 
which the saint's 
parents entertain a 
visitor (probably the 
Count of Flanders or 
the Count of Boul- 
ogne?). In a chapel 
in the background 
Godelieve is praying 
while angels do the 
tasks she has been 
assigned. The mar- 
riage takes place in 
the centre compart- 
ment before the altar 
of the Virgin, and in 
the third division of 
this panel is the 
home-coming to the 
castle of Ghistelles, 
and the introduction 
in the narrative of 
the wicked mother 

and also of a little prattling maid who does 
not appear in our story, but in the picture 
carries tales to Bertolf and his mother and 
trouble to Godelieve. The fourth panel 
tells of the strangling of the saint and the 
incidents which lead up to it — Godelieve's 
privations, Bertolf and his mother chiding 
her, the false reconciliation where Bertolf 
is attended by a devil and Godelieve by an 
angel, and the murderers leading her 
from her bedroom. In the last panel, 
Lambert and Hacca dip the body of 
Godelieve in the well, then lay her on her 
couch (the head of this figure has real 
beauty) and above these groups are the 




happenings after the saint's death — the 
people of Ghistelles mourning over the 
fatal well, and how Godelieve sent a token 
to Bertolf. The right compartment of 
the background shows a funeral in front 
of a church which may refer to the end of 
Bertolf "in most edifying repentance" 
as a hand in rays of light stretches out from 
heaven in benediction 
toward the coffin. 

According to a 
statement in the 
Tollin catalogue the 
altarpiece of Saint 
Godelieve comes from 
the Church of Ghis- 
telles near Bruges. 
B. B. 

A RELIEF 
BY DONATELLO 



Dr. J. 
Robb 
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HE Museum 
recently pur- 
chased at the 
sale of the 
Hampden 
collection a 
terracotta relief of 
the fifteenth century 
representing the Ma- 
donna holding the 
Child. The wonderful 
composition of the 
group, in which the 
aint godelieve Virgin presses the 

4 AND 5 Child close to her, 

with a sad expression, 
as if conscious of the tragic future, is well 
known from the several different versions 
in which it occurs, and its authorship has 
been ascribed, undoubtedly rightly to the 
Florentine master, Donatello, by Bode, 
Schubring, and other critics. The group 
is usually called the Veronese Madonna 
as one of the versions adorns a corner in a 
street, the Via della Fogge, in Verona, and 
it must have been a famous work in its 
day, as at least four other replicas of the 
period are known to exist. These are in 
stucco and terracotta and are now in the 
Bargello, the Louvre, the Kaiser Friedrich 
Museum in Berlin, and in a private col- 
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